Reactions to the death of a parent. Results from patients and field subjects.
The authors studied two groups of persons who had experienced either the death of a mother or father. One group consisted of patients who had sought treatment because of pathological aspects of bereavement. The other group consisted of volunteers selected from a review of hospital death records, which indicated the recent death of their parent. The study used a nonequivalent groups design, where both groups were followed over time. The field subjects were initially seen much sooner after the death than the patients. The patient group received a time-limited dynamic therapy focused on the stress response syndrome induced by the death. At the pretherapy evaluation point, the patient sample had significantly higher levels of symptomatic distress than did the nonpatient sample. The distress declined over a 13-month period, so that patients had comparable levels of distress to that of the field subjects. After adjusting for initial values, the main difference was that patients reduced their avoidant operations more than did the field subjects. Intervening variables were assessed for the prediction of change in symptoms over time as related to the parental death. The variables that showed significant correlations to symptomatic change were cumulative negative life events from varied sources, occupation, social class, developmental level of the self-concept, identity of the deceased parent, and attribution of blame for the death. Social support did not relate to change in symptoms over time.